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Employing persons with. psychiatric disabilities 


INTRODUCTION 


Employment equity in the Public Service 


The purpose of employment equity in the Public Service is to improve 
the representation of members of the designated groups (Aboriginal 
peoples, persons with disabilities, persons in a visible minority and 
women). The Treasury Board, the Public Service Commission and 
departments and agencies have removed many barriers to employ- 
ment equity. They are also actively working to create an environment 
conducive to employment and career opportunities for members of 
the designated groups, and for all employees. 


The Treasury Board Secretariat has developed this guide to helo 
Public Service managers who employ or are considering employing 
persons with psychiatric disabilities, and to respond to the employ- 
ment-related needs of these employees. This guide includes practical 
tips on how to manage and accommodate employees with psychi- 
atric disabilities. It also contains some suggestions for awareness 
training, and a list of contact organizations with expertise in this field. 


We would like to thank Joy Overtveld of Equity Services and her 
team of consultants for their contribution to this guide. 
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WHAT SHOULD | KNOW ABOUT 
PSYCHIATRIC DISABILITIES? 


What is a psychiatric disability? 


Some of the most common psychiatric conditions are: schizophrenia, 
depression, bipolar disorder (“manic-depression”), anxiety disorders 
and personality disorders. Some psychiatric problems result from 
stressful events, Such as depression triggered by a divorce or the 
death of a family member. Others are the result of prolonged periods 
of trauma, Such as sexual, physical or emotional abuse. Others are 
the result of disturbances in the functioning of the brain. 


For specific information on psychiatric conditions, consult the list 

of contact organizations at the back of this guide or either of the 
following publications: the Canadian Mental Health Association's 
(CMHA\'s) Diversity Works: Accommodations in the Workplace for 
People with Mental Illness or Working Solutions: Employing People 
with Psychiatric Disabilities, available from the Canadian Council on 
Rehabilitation and Work (CCRW). However, knowing something about 
a person’s particular psychiatric condition does not tell you everything 
you need to know about that person. This person should be treated 
aS an individual with unique experiences, skills and aspirations, just 
like any other employee or potential employee. 


A large number of Canadians will, at Some point in their life, 
experience a mental disorder. According to Statistics Canada, 

over 40 per cent of persons 15 to 34, one-third of those between 

35 and 54, and one-fifth of those between the ages of 55 and 64, 
report having had a mental health condition or mental disability at 
some point in their life. One in eight Canadians will be hospitalized for 
a psychiatric disability at least once in his or her lifetime. 
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It is important to understand the distinction between persons with 
psychiatric disabilities and those with developmental or learning 
disabilities. A person with a learning disability may not have any 
intellectual impairment, but may still have trouble assimilating certain 
types of information or may have difficulty in some learning environ- 
ments. Psychiatric disability, by contrast, need not imply any delay 
or difficulty in learning, but rather involves a state of mind that may 
interfere with performance on the job. Learning and psychiatric 
disabilities are not usually visible. As a manager, it is important to 
take the time to get to know the person and the nature of her or 
his disability. 


What types of jobs can a person with 

a psychiatric disability do? 

The impact a psychiatric disability has on a person’s ability to work 
varies greatly. Unfounded stereotypes and fears are among the most 
_ difficult obstacles to employment that seen with Rey Diy 
disabilities face. 


There are many people with mental health problems who are 
productive employees because their disabilities do not affect their 
work, because they are in remission, or because treatment effectively 
controls the symptoms of their illnesses. 


Employees with psychiatric disabilities possess a wide range of skills 
and are employed in a variety of Public Service work environments. 
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TIPS FOR MANAGING EMPLOYEES 
WITH PSYCHIATRIC DISABILITIES 


If you follow these tips, you will find that most people with psychiatric 
disabilities can be productive employees. 


Recruiting 


As people with psychiatric disabilities possess different skills, experi- 
ences and ambitions, it would be misleading to suggest that only 
certain jobs are suited to them. The best position for a person with 
a psychiatric disability is one that makes the best use of his or her 
abilities, qualifications and experiences. 


The best way to find qualified candidates with psychiatric disabilities 
is to contact organizations that represent and provide services to 
these persons. You can start by contacting your local office of the 
Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA). The CMHA may be 
able to help you directly or refer you to other resources in your area. 
The Public Service Commission may also be able to help you identify 
suitable candidates (see List of Contacts). 


interviewing 


You should ask an applicant with a psychiatric disability the same 
job-related questions you would ask of all applicants. Nonetheless, 
here are a few points that may be helpful. 


Interview procedure 


Equate skills and experience acquired from volunteer and community 
work to similar experience a person would gain in a paid job. 


Formulate any questions about career changes or gaps in work 
history so that they are explicitly linked to the candidate’s ability to 
perform the duties of the job for which he or she is being considered. 
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Work environment 


Since some persons with psychiatric disabilities feel uncomfortable 
in densely populated workspaces, candidates need to know about 
the work environment. They need to. Know where the tasks of the 
position are to be performed, i.e., only in the immediate work area, 
or anywhere on the floor, in the building, the complex or the city. 


Work conditions 


Candidates need to know if the job would require them to travel. 
If so, they need to know whether the travel would be local or long 
distance, how often they would have to travel and for how long. 

It would also be helpful to describe the equipment, tools and 
supplies used. : 


The nature of disclosure 


Psychiatric disabilities are not visible, so many people conceal them 
from their supervisors, co-workers or potential employers. Concealing 
a disability has its risks, however. Many people could cope more 
effectively and be more productive employees if their employers 
knew about the psychiatric disability and provided minor job 
accommodations. : 


People with psychiatric disabilities are most likely to disclose their 
disabilities if they sense diversity is valued and accommodated in 
the workplace. It is also important that they sense the prospective 
employer makes hiring decisions on the basis of qualifications and 
accommodates any special requirements new employees with 
disabilities may have. 


Employees and candidates may feel they are taking a considerable 
risk in disclosing psychiatric disabilities. While it is unlawful to reveal 
anything about a person’s mental health without her or his consent, 
that may not reassure someone: who has been stigmatized in the 
past. If a person discloses a mental health problem, it is important to 
treat that information with sensitivity and confidentiality. 
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Job accommodation 


Job accommodation means providing technical aids or making 
adjustments to the workplace environment and its procedures. 

Job accommodation also means providing social or organizational 
accommodations, such as modifying jobs or allowing flexible 
schedules. Many organizations provide automatic doors or ramps 
for people who use a wheelchair. Authorizing flexible hours or other 
arrangements that are appropriate provides a similar kind of access 
to employment for people with psychiatric disabilities. 


Treasury Board’s policy on Provision of Services for Employees with 
Disabilities defines “reasonable accommodation” as “any adjustment 
necessary to ensure that no individual competes, at a disadvantage, 
for employment opportunities or is blocked from carrying out the 
essential components of a job because of disability. Such accommo- 
dation is reasonable when it does not impose ‘undue hardship’ on 
the employer.” Keeping this definition in mind will help in considering 
how best to accommodate employees with psychiatric disabilities. 
All accommodations must be voluntary, i.e., agreed to by both 
employer and employee. Accommodations may be adjusted as 
required, and may be put in writing. 


Some suggestions for accommodating persons with psychiatric 
disabilities are given below. 


People with psychiatric disabilities most often require social and 
organizational accommodations, rather than physical and 
structural ones. 


You will find it helpful to focus on accommodations that will help 
employees be able to concentrate, manage pressure, handle 
negative feedback about their work performance, cope with the 
side effects of medication and periods of absence due to hospital- 
ization, and that will provide interpersonal contact with co-workers 
and the public. 
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Allow the employee to self-accommodate 


Employees with a psychiatric disability who are successfully 
accommodated in the work environment have often developed a 
sophisticated network of Support structures. 


Informal eunper 

This may include the following: an informal network of friends to call 
during the day, an on-the-job buddy to talk to, an off-site job coach 
or mentor who is familiar with the psychiatric disability, and the 
government’s Employee Assistance Program (EAP). These on-the-job 
contacts help diffuse excess stress and may be critical to.an 
employee’s success. 


Sick leave 

For some employees, healthy self- Sec arirmodaton may include 
taking a day off when they feel extra tension. This could prevent 
more serious problems from developing later. 


Consider task accommodations — 


Sometimes it may be necessary to distinguish between essential 
and non-essential functions of a job, and to allow employees to 
swap tasks if necessary. If certain job duties are too stressful for 
the employee with a disability, consider modifying the job if that 
seems reasonable. 


Provide a flexible schedule 


The emotional state of an employee with a psychiatric disability 

can fluctuate daily. Employees know how to adapt to those 
changes and should be given the freedom to do so. If employees 
have trouble structuring their time, however, it may be helpful to give 
them frequent instructions until they are familiar with the routine. 


Be flexible when an employee requests time off for medical 
appointments. 
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Accommodate the employee during transitions 


Transitions can be a source of stress for all of us. These may be 
things like a change in job tasks, major shifts in routine, having 

a different Supervisor, downsizing, and transferring personnel. 
Managers can minimize the negative impacts of transitional stress 
by discussing job changes with employees beforehand. 


Allow the employee to re-enter the workplace 
through job-sharing or part-time work 


If an employee has been out of the workforce for awhile, he or 
she may need to return to the workplace gradually. This allows the 
employee to regain confidence and rebuild emotional stamina. A 
manager might consider breaking a full-time position into part-time 
positions with flexible work schedules, temporary or permanent 
job-sharing, and periodic telework. . 


Consider interpersonal accommodations 


Providing a healthy environment is critically important to contributing 
to the well-being of an employee with a psychiatric disability. 


Co-workers | . 
If a conflict arises between employees, it is important to encourage 
the employee with a disability to deal with the problem himself 

or herself. 


You could also ask other members of the team to be sensitive to the 
person with a disability and take a positive approach when dealing 
with her or him. 
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Supervisors | 

Most people adjust themselves to their supervisor’s management 
Style. Ideally, employees and managers work around each other’s 
idiosyncrasies. Maintaining clear lines of communication and 
providing regular feedback helo employees produce quality work. 


Accommodate the side effects of medication 


Different medications produce various side effects. Some of the 
more common symptoms are listed below. 


Many medications deprive one’s body and mouth of fluids. It will 
help to allow employees to have drinks at the workstation to 
replenish these fluids. Medication may also affect a person’s motor 
Skill coordination. 


Periodically a person may have migraines, prolonged sleeplessness, 
or trouble working well after changing medication. It will help to allow 
the employee time-out in a quiet area to rest or nap briefly (there is 
usually a nurse’s office in government buildings, or an empty, private 
office that can be used). It may take a couple of days for the 
employee to adjust to a change in medication. 


Some medication can cause blurred vision. Where the employee’s 
job requires constant reading, a well-lit work station, bold print, or 
a computer monitor that enlarges print may be helpful. 


For employees who occasionally have trouble concentrating, arrange 
the work station so there are no distractions Such as photocopiers, 
printers and fax machines nearby. Dividers and plants can be used 
to maximize privacy if the employee finds that helpful. 
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integrating the employee 


Get to know the person and help him 
or her join the team 


As a manager, you Nave a significant impact on the atmosphere 
in the workplace. When you have employees with psychiatric 
disabilities, it is especially important to foster a welcoming work 
environment. Make sure the first day goes well. Employees who 
feel welcome will produce better work, and use their full potential 
to your benefit. 


Managing performance 


Evaluation 


Appraise the work of an employee with a psychiatric disability just 
as you would that of anyone else. It will show the employee that 
her or his work matters and is being monitored along with that of 
the rest of the staff. 


Communicate clearly what the employee’s good and bad points are. 
It will help if you explain what has been accomplished and what 

_ needs to get done, rather than focus on what has not been 
completed. 


Communication 


Use appropriate language 

A person is not the disability; rather, the person has a disability. For 
example, do not say, “the person is a schizophrenic”; state instead 
that the person has schizophrenia. Terms such as mentally diseased 
or defective, psychotic or neurotic are unacceptable and should be 
avoided. For more information on which terms are appropriate to use, 
see A Way with Words, Department of the Secretary of State of 
Canada, 1991 (catalogue number S2-216/1991E). 


10 


; r 


“Employing persons with psychiatric disabilities 


Explain the meaning and purpose of reasonable accommodation 
and ask if the employee requires any accommodations. Provide an 
opening for the person to discuss his. or her needs, but do not ask 
directly about the disability. You may wish to introduce the topic by 
saying something like, “Tell me how things are going” and other 
open-ended questions. For more detailed information, see se 

Job Accommodation section of this guide. 


Help the employee maximize natural talents 

When an employee with a psychiatric disability reports directly to you, 
you can use the job evaluation to provide and receive information on 
how well things are working. It can give you invaluable feedback on 
whether the accommodation you have provided is effective, and 
whether the assigned tasks are compatible with the employee's 
abilities and interests. You may find areas where the job should be 
restructured to be more compatible. 


Help the employee through difficult times 


Occasionally, an employee may do or say unusual things. If the 
employee's state of mind causes you to be concerned for her or his 
safety, your own safety or that of other employees, you must get 
help. Helo may be needed, too, if the employee appears to be 
confused, disoriented, anxious or angry. Ideally you will have on file 
an emergency number of a family member. Alternatively, get the 
person in contact with his or her doctor or an EAP counsellor. 

The Canadian Mental Health Association can provide advice 

at (416) 484-7750. 
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WHERE TO GO AND WHOM TO ASK 
FOR MORE INFORMATION 


List of contacts 
Information to be completed by those using this guide. 


Your Department’s Employment Equity Coordinator 


This person, who is usually an officer of the personnel branch, 
can provide information on employment equity issues and 
advise you on establishing programs and selecting and 
recruiting candidates. 


Name and Number: 


Public Service Commission 


Under the Special Measures Initiatives Program, the Diversity 
Management Directorate provides information on how to help 
persons with psychiatric disabilities. 


Diversity Management Directorate 
Room B2048, 20th Floor 

300 Laurier Ave. West 
L’Esplanade Laurier, West Tower 
Ottawa, Ontario 

K1A OM7 

Tel.: (613) 992-4824 


Employee Assistance Program Officer 


This person is a professional trained to deal with concerns of 
employees who, for whatever reason, are overwhelmed by 
demands of work and personal life. 


Name and number: 
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Canadian Mental Health Association 


This organization provides information about accommodating 
people with psychiatric disabilities in the workplace. 


Canadian Mental Health Association National Office 
2160 Yonge Street, 3rd Floor 

Toronto, Ontario 

M4S 223 

Tel.: (416) 484-7750 

Fax: (416) 484-4617 


Canadian Council on Rehabilitation and Work 


This organization can help employers address problems 
related to employing persons with psychiatric disabilities. 


Canadian Council on Rehabilitation and Work 
167 Lombard Avenue, Suite 410 

Winnipeg, Manitoba 

R3B OT6 

Tel.: (204) 942-4862 

Fax: (204) 944-0753 


Additional references 


(Please add the names and numbers of these resources in 
your Community.) 


Job Accommodation Network Canada: 1-800-526-2262 
Local Supported employment agencies 


Vocational rehabilitation services 
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